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The water resources of southern Africa have featured centrally in the global 
literature on water conflict and cooperation. This scholarship has appeared in 
two waves: (1) the post-Cold War focus on resource scarcities and the possibility 
of 'water wars' and (2) the mid-2000s rise of fears surrounding the impact of a 
changing climate on water resource regimes. The first wave, in the region, ironically 
resulted in a significant body of scholarship demonstrating the predominance 
of cooperation rather than conflict. The second wave has served primarily as a 
spur to better governance and management, and to better integration across the 
policy making landscape. Running as something of a countercurrent to these 
dominant trends, is critical scholarship that focuses primarily on water rights and 
regards conflict as a necessary means to more equitable resource access ends. A 
key challenge for scholars of water conflict and cooperation across the region is, 
therefore, to reconcile both theoretically and practically the macro studies of largely 
transboundary water politics with the micro studies of social struggles for water 
in urban and rural settings. The article concludes that for a third wave of studies 
to add value to questions of regional water security, scholars must (1) recognize 
the simultaneous presence of conflict and cooperation, (2) acknowledge that not 
all conflict is bad, neither is all cooperation good, (3) approach the analysis more 
systematically through hard data gathering, and (4) read beyond their disciplines 
in order to more fully understand the social dynamics of the region. © 2015 Wiley 
Periodicals, Inc. 
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INTRODUCTION: RESEARCH 
REFLECTS GLOBAL TRENDS 
AND FOLLOWS FUNDING 

It is very likely that water will become a contributing 
factor to [Southern African] regional instability as 
demands for water approach the limits of available 
supplies. 1 

Water offers one of the few paths for dialogue to 
navigate an otherwise heated bilateral conflict. 2 

The effects of environmental changes on violent 
conflict appear to be contingent on a set of intervening 
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economic and political factors that determine adapta- 
tion capacity. 3 

W hen one mentions ‘water in Africa’, a num- 
ber of common images come to mind: women 
standing in long queues, livestock crowded around 
a water point in an otherwise desolate environ- 
ment, cracked earth under a blazing sun, flooded 
valleys, a land of extremes. For perhaps the last 
25 years, there has been a great deal of specula- 
tion as to whether these persistent water problems 
will one day lead to violent or acute conflict, within 
and between states. Yet, it is increasingly empir- 
ically demonstrated that conflict and cooperation 
occur simultaneously in a variety of forms, 4 and 
that there is far more cooperation than there is con- 
flict where shared waters are concerned. 5-7 As Wolf 
et al. point out, ‘water is an irritant and a unifier’. 2 
Due in part to its unusual characteristics — e.g., non- 
substitutability, bulkiness — conflict most often times 
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is a precursor to cooperation. 8 This essay reviews 
this literature, and these ideas, in the context of 
shared surface waters across the continent-based 
member states of the Southern African Develop- 
ment Community (SADC fl ). While groundwater gov- 
ernance and management is an emerging world water 
issue, it features marginally in the water conflict 
and cooperation literature in the southern African 
region. 10,11 

Let me state from the outset that there are no 
systematic, large-n studies of either water conflict or 
water cooperation in the SADC region. There are sev- 
eral, largely anecdotal, broad overviews of ‘trends’ in 
conflict and cooperation at the interstate level. 12-14 
There are also quite a few speculative exercises in 
impending regional water conflicts. These latter stud- 
ies have come in two waves: the first wave was ini- 
tiated in the early 1990s by global-level speculation 
on population, poverty, and environmental degrada- 
tion/resource scarcity. 15-27 The second wave arrived 
about a decade later, initiated this time by questions 
of climate change and adaptive capacity, also a global 
governance preoccupation. 28-37 

Perhaps reflecting external research funding 
availability — from donor states, IFIs, foundations, and 
numerous intergovernmental organizations — there 
are a great many single-case and comparative case 
studies of water cooperation at various scales. 1,38-46 
This trend is complemented by several streams 
of ‘cooperation for peace promotion and conflict 
avoidance’. 22,47-65 The few cases that focus on 
discreet instances of interstate conflict all locate them- 
selves within the ‘lessons learned’ school of policy 
studies. 46,56-61 

At the substate level, there is a burgeoning 
critical literature of the conflict-inducing decisions 
made by policy makers in particular SADC countries, 
with an overwhelming dominance of South Africa 
as a case study. 62-67 This scholarship emanates from 
social science and humanities departments — politics, 
sociology, geography — and tends to have little overlap 
with the ‘conflict and violence’ perspective of scholars 
of international relations. The former tends to frame 
‘conflict’ within the ambit of citizenship and rights, 68 
whereas the latter tends to emphasize sovereignty, 
statehood, and balances of power. 35,52 

In summary, the ‘chorus of doom’ that persis- 
tently echoes around the world of water politics, gov- 
ernance, and management finds little resonance among 
scholars of Southern Africa. The balance of this essay 
treats each of these categories in some depth, and criti- 
cally reflects on the state of scholarship regarding con- 
flict and cooperation over water resources in Southern 
Africa. 


WATER AND CONFLICT 

While conflict and violence come in many different 
shapes and sizes, and are usually easily recogniz- 
able, we tend to most commonly associate them with 
macro, intergroup events that are destabilizing to the 
social system, with the assumption being that they 
are bad and to be avoided at all costs: e.g., war- 
fare, terrorism, civil war, and genocide. So, while the 
Merriam Webster dictionary defines ‘conflict’ (noun) 
as the ‘competitive or opposing action of incompat- 
ibles, antagonistic state or action (as of divergent 
ideas, interests, or persons)’, and ‘conflict’ (verb) as 
‘to be different, opposed, or contradictory: to fail to 
be in agreement or accord’, each definition chooses to 
emphasize military conflict at the outset, i.e., ‘fight, 
battle, war’ (n.) or ‘to contend in warfare’ (v.). Sim- 
ilarly, violence (n.) is defined as ‘exertion of physical 
force so as to injure or abuse (as in warfare ... )’ (see 
www.merriam-webster.com). 

However, there is a long history of the study 
of conflict and violence as normal and even essential 
social behaviors. Coser, for example, argued that ‘con- 
flict . . . prevents the ossification of the social system by 
exerting pressure for innovation and creativity’. 64 He 
goes on to quote John Dewey’s now well-known obser- 
vation that ‘Conflict is the gadfly of thought. It stirs us 
to observation and memory. It instigates to invention. 
It shocks us out of sheeplike passivity, and sets us at 
noting and contriving . . . Conflict is a sine qua non of 
reflection and ingenuity’. 69 

As concepts in the social sciences conflict and 
violence take on specific and often distinctive mean- 
ings. Part of the problem with the literature on conflict 
and natural resources is the predominant assumption 
that conflict (1) is to be avoided and (2) we know it 
when we see it. Few are the studies that endeavor to 
be as precise as Toset et al. 70 and Gleditsch et al. 71 
who define ‘violent conflict’, for example, as ‘the 
onset of militarized disputes with at least one fatal- 
ity’. Homer-Dixon, 72-74 in his widely cited project on 
natural resources and conflict, focused on ‘acute con- 
flict’, defined as conflict that has a ‘substantial prob- 
ability of violence’. The case studies in his project, 
including one on South Africa, revealed a wide vari- 
ety of conflicts and various levels of violence. For 
example, Homer-Dixon and Percival 75 examined the 
relationship between resource scarcities and violence 
defined as total deaths and injuries over a particular 
time period (in this case, the late 1980s — early 1990s, 
arguably the most violent moment in the transition 
from apartheid to postapartheid). 

The assumption here, and in almost all case 
studies, is that further conflict is to be avoided. In a 
recent study of the literature on climate change and 
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conflict, Hsiang et al. 76 grouped violence and conflict 
into three categories: (1) personal violence, (2) group 
violence, and (3) breakdown of social order and 
political institutions. In a wide ranging survey of the 
literature, they concentrated on 60 large-n, empirical 
studies, where the data was gathered in a variety of 
ways (e.g., content analysis of media). While perhaps 
imperfect in their methods, these studies nonetheless 
provide an important baseline for comparison and 
generalization and, in my view, point a useful way 
forward for future research regarding conflict and 
cooperation over water resources in Southern Africa. 
As shown below, there is little systematic, sustained or 
critical and reflective research into these topics, to the 
contrary, most of it is policy-oriented and proceeds 
under the assumption that ‘cooperation is good, 
conflict is bad’ — indeed, the term ‘conflict’ is officially 
not to be used in any SADC materials! (personal 
communication, SADC official, October 6 , 2014) 


A HISTORY OF VIOLENCE 

Southern Africa, like any world region, is replete with 
a history of violent struggle for group-based social 
ends: from colonial and imperial land and resource 
grabbing projects to the creation of particular social 
forms based on exclusivist ideologies such as white 
racial superiority, anticommunism, socialism, and eth- 
nicity/tribalism to name several. 77-80 Several of these 
conflicts are ongoing (e.g., in the Democratic Republic 
of Congo), or recently revived (e.g., in Mozambique 
between former combatants FRELIMO and REN- 
AMO), and several other states teeter on the brink 
of collapse (e.g., Swaziland and Zimbabwe). 81-84 This 
instability has resulted in neighboring states playing 
host to large numbers of refugees (e.g., in Malawi, 
Zambia, and Tanzania) and economic migrants (e.g., 
in South Africa). Most notably, perhaps, South Africa 
transitioned peacefully to a postapartheid, nonracially 
segregated democracy in the early 1990s after a decade 
of violent conflict with several of its neighboring states 
and a great deal of highly organized civil unrest. Many 
longtime observers of the region anticipated a descent 
into civil war, which failed to materialize, so leading to 
the popular claim that South Africa’s transition was ‘a 
miracle’. 85,86 This transition was preceded by the end 
to the revolutionary struggle in Namibia, which led to 
a peaceful, single party-dominant, nonracial democ- 
racy, and was followed by the end of a multidecadal 
civil war in Angola. In each of these cases, apartheid 
South Africa played a significant role as a military 
antagonist standing in the way of majority rule (in 
Namibia) and peace (in Angola). 87-89 


What is all the conflict about? Across the region, 
the primary conflict drivers have been land and 
resources. Given the region’s history of colonialism, 
the struggle for land and resources is inevitably linked 
to issues of identity, race, ethnicity, and so on. 90-96 
The wealth deriving from these resources is significant 
but poorly distributed. SADC is characterized by 
several states (e.g., Botswana, Namibia, South Africa, 
and Zimbabwe) whose Gini coefficients of income 
inequality are among the highest in the world, and 
several others whose HDI values are among the low- 
est in the world (e.g., DRC, Malawi, Mozambique, 
Tanzania, Zambia, and Zimbabwe), so wealth is 
badly skewed toward elites within and across SADC 
states. Among SADC states, South Africa remains 
predominant in every category measuring state power, 
despite being relatively poorly endowed with fresh- 
water resources in comparison to most of its fellow 
SADC member states. 97 

To many scholars, these factors taken together 
are a recipe for violent conflict: a history of intrastate 
and interstate violence, a dominant state in need 
of water for development, limited human, financial, 
and other key resource capacities so limiting adap- 
tive capacity (often described as ‘second order water 
scarcity’, 98,99 ) poor states with (relatively or abso- 
lutely) authoritarian elites presiding over weak civil 
societies and poor populations, difficult and some- 
times unpredictable hydrological regimes, and many 
shared rivers. 1 

THE PRESENCE OF COOPERATION 

Southern Africa’s states share 15 river basins, of which 
six were once identified to be ‘at risk’ by Aaron 
Wolf and his colleagues in Oregon — the Cunene, 
Inkomati, Limpopo, Orange-Senqu, Okavango, and 
Zambezi 100 — who argued in 2003 that these basins 
were likely to see ‘an escalation of conflict’ in the next 
5 to 10 years. However, in a recent update (Ref 6, p. 
883), Wolf and colleagues state: ‘Among those basins 
flagged as “at risk” ... only the Ganges-Brahmaputra 
and Mekong have recorded a significant number of 
events between 2000 and 2008 and cooperation has 
outweighed conflict in both basins. This confirms the 
idea that “basins at risk” is a fluid concept, with the 
actual basins changing constantly’. 

So much of the research on water resources 
in Southern Africa takes its cues from trends in 
the global North. Post-Cold War narratives of ‘the 
coming anarchy’ across the global South, said to be 
driven by populations spiraling out of control, renew- 
able resources being degraded, and runaway poverty 
rates, led to several large-scale research programs 
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investigating the relationship between resources and 
violent conflict. 101102 Several Southern, Central, and 
Eastern African countries featured as case studies in 
these projects. 74 103,104 In the mid-1990s, the World 
Bank turned its attention to freshwater resources, 
arguing that the wars of the future would be about 
water. This was echoed by many others. 105 Several 
river basins in the SADC region were identified as 
‘global hotspots’, with the Zambezi being primus inter 
pares. It was also about this time that South Africa 
rejoined the global community, and South African 
scholars and policy makers wishing to be good global 
citizens, took to the task of following current global 
trends with some relish. 

Among many other research streams, ‘natural 
resources, the environment and violent conflict’ and 
the ‘water wars hypothesis’ were investigated, only to 
reveal a good deal of cooperation — within and across 
states — where conflict might have been expected. 22,51 
Beginning in the latter half of the 1990s, numerous 
studies emerged from small presses and in various 
university or research institute working paper and 
other publication series, primarily out of South Africa 
and to a lesser extent Zimbabwe, articulating the facts 
of regional cooperation. 

In some ways, the region was ahead of the global 
curve in contesting ‘the water wars’ and ‘resource 
wars’ hypotheses. 54,106-108 In the words of South 
Africa’s former Minister of Water Affairs and Forestry, 
Kader Asmal, ‘water is a catalyst for peace’. 109 
As global trends in policy-oriented research pressed 
for better management through IWRM and gover- 
nance of water resources, the SADC came to fea- 
ture as a case of global ‘best regional/transboundary 
practice’. 48,58,110-112 

Explanations for regional cooperation are sev- 
eral. Turton et al. 61 interestingly argue that scarcity 
is an inducement to cooperation, not conflict, partic- 
ularly where a dominant or, in their terms, ‘pivotal’ 
or ‘hydrohegemonic’ basin state is involved: ‘Because 
of the existence of water scarcity constraints to 
future economic development within basin hegemonic 
states, this might be sufficient inducement to seek 
future cooperative solutions’. 61 Turton and Funke 60 
apply the general principle to a case study of the 
Orange-Senqu river basin, arguing that South Africa’s 
‘hydrohegemony’ enables cooperative outcomes. This 
does not mean that cooperation is everywhere and 
always good. The authors make the central point that 
cooperation among asymmetrical states (i.e., where 
South Africa is overwhelmingly the economic and 
military power in relation to Lesotho, Namibia, and 
Botswana) can lead to durable outcomes that are sub- 
optimal in the eyes of the weaker states. This finding 


contrasts with Waterbury’s 113 observation that where 
resource interdependence is present, the likelihood of 
‘asymmetric gains’ will act as a barrier to cooperation. 
In the case of the Orange-Senqu, however, it is clear 
that ‘benefit sharing’ can be realized — despite asym- 
metrical gains — if the need of the hydrohegemonic 
state is significant, 60,114 so confirming Delbourg and 
Strobl’s 115 observation that cooperation in country 
dyads is more likely when the upstream riparian 
receives a shock. In this case, cooperation quickly 
followed a coup d’etat. 60,116,117 Moreover, for Turton 
and Funke, 60 South Africa’s chosen role as a ‘positive- 
sum outcome’ hydro-hegemon is commensurate with 
findings by Gleditsch et al. 71 that states with endemic 
water scarcity have a vested interest in finding cooper- 
ative solutions that minimize the potential for future 
conflict. 

Moving from potential conflict to cooperation 
potential (to quote UNESCO PC-CP program mate- 
rial, see www.unesco.org/water/wwap/pccp/) requires 
the identification of ‘benefits’ to be shared by parties in 
dispute. Following on important work by Sadoff and 
Grey, 118,119 Southern Africa became an incubator for 
studies of benefit sharing. 58,120-129 

Swatuk 48,130 argues that regional cooperation 
is partly due to a combination of factors relating 
to SADC state elites: having shared in the libera- 
tion struggle against colonialism and apartheid, these 
leaders drive coordination of regional affairs from 
the top and are reluctant to criticize each other’s 
behavior as leaders of their respective states. At the 
same time, they share a high-modern perspective on 
water’s role in national development that is typi- 
cal of (men) of their generation: i.e., the control 
of nature for human-determined ends, so pipelines, 
dams, power-grids, and so on form the basis for SADC 
state-based regional cooperation. 131 

A third explanation for the overriding dom- 
inance of regional cooperation is the impact of 
international actors. Chenje 13 and Chenje and 
Johnson 12, lj2 describe the myriad ways in which 
multilateral, international, and nongovernmental 
organizations are involved in water resources devel- 
opment and management within and across SADC 
states. Jonker et al. 133 describe the central contribu- 
tion of SADC member states, national institutions 
and organizations, and international partners to 
water research and education in the Southern African 
region. Unlike other world regions, Southern Africa 
has long been recognized, in the words of Larry 
Bowman, 134 as a ‘penetrated political system’. A brief 
survey of research projects being undertaken across 
the region quickly reveals the extent to which SADC 
states are influenced by the finance and thinking of 
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scholars and policy makers across the world, in par- 
ticular European donor states, tertiary institutions, 
international organizations, and so on. Keck and 
Sikkink 135 describe these types of actors as ‘norm 
entrepreneurs’, underscoring the influence of external 
actors in fostering intra- and inter-SADC state coop- 
erative action on water resources development and 
management . b 

In a comparative study of three regions (Middle 
East, South Asia, and Southern Africa) with a focus 
on one country (Israel, India, and South Africa) 
Giordano et al. 136 compiled and analyzed two events 
datasets, one covering international water relations 
(1948-1999), and one covering domestic water rela- 
tions (1989-2000). Events were catalogued according 
to the well-known water-related Friendship-Hostility 
Index (FHI) that ranges between —7 (formal decla- 
ration of war) and +7 (voluntary unification into 
one nation). Aside from a general conclusion that 
showed that national water relations are related to 
international water and nonwater relations, what 
is interesting for our purposes here is the finding 
that of 1831 events catalogued, 507 were conflict- 
ful, 1228 were cooperative, and 96 were neutral. 
Similarly, large-n studies of conflict and cooperation 
on shared water resources revealed the same sorts 
of data: the simultaneous presence of conflict and 
cooperation. 70,71,100,136-139 

In a critical review of the literature on trans- 
boundary waters in Southern Africa, Furlong 140 
demonstrated the contradictory nature of interstate 
cooperation whereby regional peace may in fact mask 
subnational forms of structural violence through, for 
example, alienation of land due to dam construction 
as is the case in the Lesotho Highlands Water Project 
(LHWP). Similarly, Cascao 141,142 and Zeitoun 143 and 
colleagues 144-148 show that cooperation sometimes 
equals domination. This finding of the simultaneous 
presence of cooperation and conflict, as well as the 
often suboptimal outcomes that result in the balance 
has been described in some detail by Swatuk in rela- 
tion to the Okavango, 149-151 the SADC region, 12,152 
and South Africa in particular, 153 and by Mokorosi 
and van der Zaag 154 in relation to dam development 
in the Orange-Senqu river basin. In a study of local 
level water institutions in Tanzania, Komakech, van 
der Zaag and van Koppen 155 show how asymme- 
try, inequality, and heterogeneity of actors actually 
facilitates coordination and collective action. Indeed, 
Mirumachi 4 argues that the obsession with inter- 
state cooperation is unfortunate as it obscures the 
‘messiness’ of actually existing water politics. 

Naho Mirumachi and her colleagues have devel- 
oped the TWINS framework in order to begin to be 


able to tease out these complex relations, primarily in 
terms of interstate relations on transboundary rivers. 
This important work helps explain not why cooper- 
ation predominates over conflict in the SADC region, 
but why, in particular cases, relations are on balance 
more or less conflictful or more or less cooperative and 
what these conditions mean for water resource access, 
use and management. Mirumachi, and van Wyk, 127 
in their study of the Orange-Senqu river show the 
unevenness of shared benefits where riparian states 
are highly unequal. Kistin and Ashton’s work 57 on 
the same river system is important in illustrating the 
‘dynamic’ nature of relations among riparian states, 
warning that formal agreements are no guarantee of 
mutually beneficial outcomes to the satisfaction of 
all stakeholders in a basin. Ohlsson and Turton 98 
describe the multi-level stressors (local, national, and 
regional/transboundary) facing water resource man- 
agers, arguing that unequal access founded on poor 
systems of delivery is a consequence of ‘second-order 
scarcity’, meaning that they result not from absolute 
scarcity of water but of manufactured scarcities due 
to the structure of the social system. 156-158 Similar to 
Homer-Dixon’s general findings, 74 the authors argue 
that, among other things, adaptive capacity must be 
developed for conflict to be avoided. This stands in 
contrast to Swatuk’s observation that the wealthy 
always have water, 50,130 so while ‘second-order 
scarcity’ as a concept is useful in moving the analysis 
beyond the resource scarcity-social violence narrative, 
it nevertheless masks the real basis for ‘persistent, 
diffuse, subnational conflict’, i.e., resource capture by 
the few (following Homer-Dixon 72-75 ) and the subse- 
quent and equally persistent allocation of resources by 
and for those actors who have captured the resource 
to the exclusion of others(following Mehta 156,157 ). I 
return to this conceptualization below. 

WARNING SIGNS AND LESSONS 
LEARNED 

With regard to actual cases of interstate conflict as 
chronicled in peer reviewed literature, there are only 
two such cases: the SADC-endorsed, South African 
Defense Force-led intervention in Lesotho in 1998, 
and the mobilization of troops along the Chobe 
River border between Namibia and Botswana who 
were contesting ownership of Sedudu/Kasikili island 
(Batswana call it Sedudu, Namibians Kasikili). In the 
case of the former, SADC took emergency action fol- 
lowing a direct request to intervene from Lesotho’s 
Prime Minister, Pakilitha Mosisili, while the coun- 
try was caught up in a military revolt. 159-162 One of 
the first actions taken by the SADF was to ‘secure’ 
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the Katse Dam — a key piece of hydraulic infrastruc- 
ture ensuring water security not for Lesotho but 
for South Africa. Several Basotho military troops 
were killed during this action so leading to an out- 
cry among scholars and critical observers regard- 
ing the heavy-handed tactics of postapartheid South 
Africa . 161 Several studies characterize this military 
action as a ‘water war’, or a ‘resource war’, or an 
instance of ‘resource capture ’. 16211 ’ 1 However, the evi- 
dence supporting this claim is conjectural and anec- 
dotal. Richard F. Weisfelder , 117 in contrast, argues that 
the intervention was misconstrued by some as a ‘water 
war’ and, while there were several initial missteps, 
ultimately the intervention was one element of many 
SADC interactions ‘vital in sustaining its democratic 
government and restoring political stability’. Never- 
theless, the lesson to be learned, according to these 
scholars, is that South Africa will remain the domi- 
nant actor in the region for the forseeable future . 164 
It is interesting to note how this behavior and these 
interpretations have been pushed to the margins of the 
discourse on sharing water, as other frameworks such 
as ‘benefit sharing’ reveal the win-win outcomes of the 
LHWP in general . 120 - 165 

In the Namibia-Botswana case, aside from the 
popular press in these two countries that were only 
too happy to point to ‘water wars’ in bold type across 
their newspapers, the general take on the conflict 
was and remains that the choice to submit the issue 
for adjudication to the International Court of Justice 
(ICJ) and abide by the recommendation once it was 
handed down was evidence of a nascent ‘regime’ in 
operation where conflict was a precursor to coop- 
eration (to use classic international organization 
nomenclature ). 48 ' 61 ’ 166 

In some ways then, and in line with Furlong’s 
review of the literature , 140 while these two cases of 
overt interstate conflict sit at polar extremes, they 
fit comfortably with the expectations of state-centric 
perspectives based on classic International Relations 
theories of realism (the unilateral pursuit of national 
interest based on power: the Lesotho case) and neoin- 
stitutionalism (the collective resolution of disputes 
through established institutions where participants are 
respected as equals: the Namibia-Botswana case). The 
key point seems to be that with regard to trans- 
boundary resources, viable cooperative management 
options pass through the orthodox pathway of inter- 
state diplomacy in pursuit of ‘national interest ’. 112 

GETTING IT RIGHT BEFORE TIME 
RUNS OUT 

Empirical studies indicate that climatological variables 

have a large effect on the risk of violence or instability 


in the modern world ... Climatic anomalies of all 
temporal deviations, from the anomalous hour to the 
anomalous millennium have been implicated in some 
form of human conflict . 76 

The fear of scarcity-driven conflict in SADC is 
pervasive in regional and international water 
resources scholarship, particularly that which is 
policy-oriented . 1 - 167 The standard argument suggests 
that while cooperation predominates now, there is no 
guarantee that conflict will not arise in the near future 
particularly if current trends continue. With specific 
reference to water, by ‘trends’ what is usually meant is 
disintegrated management and poor governance. The 
emergent water-food-energy-climate nexus discourse 
places water at the center of sustainable futures, as 
water is the common variable across key issue areas. 
It argues that if we get water management right, we 
will solve a rather complex puzzle . 168 Avoiding con- 
flict, then, requires inter aha bridging ingenuity gaps, 
building resilience, technical and human resource 
capacity building, collecting information and build- 
ing a knowledge bank, enhancing trust, facilitating 
stakeholder participation, creating smart partnerships 
across state, civil society, and the private sector, or 
around a trialogue of state, science and society . 37169 
There is a sense of urgency to all of this literature 
as well as an enduring lament at the durability of 
maladaptive systems, fostered in part by ‘a lack of 
political will’. Terminology such as ‘closed basins’ 
and ‘over-allocation’, commonly used to describe the 
Limpopo River basin , 1 164 170 heighten the sense of 
tension regarding time frames for informed decision 
making. The climate change and conflict discourse 
has given renewed urgency to these tasks, and you can 
find the hypothesized negative consequences of being 
ill-prepared for climate change scattered across recent 
literature. In most cases, the argument is put forward 
that ‘climate change is a threat multiplier’. 3 '’ But, 
again, it must be pointed out that the empirical evi- 
dence is weak and the ‘coming anarchy’ is a product 
largely of fantasy. Rather than the predicted ‘esca- 
lation of conflict’, evidence shows that things look 
pretty much the same in these and all other SADC 
state river basins . 171 - 172 For Gleditsch, ‘it seems fair 
to say that so far there is not yet much evidence for 
climate change as an important driver of conflict ’. 173 

WHAT IS MISSING FROM THIS 
PICTURE? 

All of this attention paid to the potential for violent 
conflict at a macro scale, be it interstate or intrastate, 
and what states and their various partners must do 
to avoid it, sits uncomfortably apart from the facts of 
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conflicts within states that Homer-Dixon accurately 
defined as subnational, persistent, and diffuse. 74 
These are small-scale conflicts among stakeholders 
in rural areas, 174,175 and across the urban/peri-urban 
milieu as they relate to the perceived failure of 
the state to provide access to potable water and 
sanitation. 66,108,111,176,177 As Funder et al. correctly 
state, ‘[WJhile transboundary water conflict and 
cooperation has been subject to increasing attention 
in recent years ... less is known about the nature 
of local water conflict and cooperation, especially 
in terms of quantitative systematic analysis of the 
characteristics of such events’. 174 While quantitative 
systematic analysis is still lacking, there is a great deal 
of critical scholarship focusing on these issues from 
a case study perspective wherein questions regarding 
peace and conflict are set not within the context 
of scarcity, but within the interrelated contexts of 
access and equity, or, put differently, ‘manufac- 
tured scarcity’. 157 158 Articulated by Homer-Dixon 
as problems of resource capture and environmen- 
tal marginalization, the resulting violence is often 
anomic, unorganized and spontaneous. 72 

With regard to water conflicts in urban settings, 
virtually the entirety of scholarship emanates from 
South Africa. 62,66,67,178-181 Elsewhere in the SADC 
region, conflict is often mentioned as a byproduct 
of poor governance and management as it mani- 
fests in inadequate service delivery, moves toward 
privatization (through water kiosks, for example), 
and full-cost recovery. 182 It is interesting to note 
that in the postapartheid setting, a new Water Ser- 
vices Act was passed before a new Water Act. This 
was due to the pressing need to provide water to 
the millions of newly enfranchised South Africans 
who were deliberately unserviced or underserviced 
under apartheid. While urban water provision for per- 
sonal, household, and small-scale economic needs is, 
in Tony Allan’s terms, ‘small water’, in postapartheid 
South Africa it is very big politics. The bulk of these 
studies locate conflict causality within highly strati- 
fied class systems. 183-185 So, the recipe for resolving 
social conflict related to access to water is, in fact, 
more effective conflict through enhanced organiza- 
tional capacity of social movements and civil society 
organizations. 186,187 The energy surrounding anomic, 
sporadic, and chaotic violence, therefore, according to 
scholars of the left, should be captured and channeled 
through ( 1 ) unifying concepts regarding what exactly 
social movements are fighting for and (2) shared 
strategies across organizations at all levels (from com- 
munity to transnational). 188-190 

Recently, questions have arisen regarding both 
the validity and utility of the Constitutional courts 


of South Africa as sites for pressing government 
to deliver services and resources as per the Con- 
stitution itself. Just as ‘Cochabamba’ serves as 
shorthand for state-civil society ‘wars’ over water, 
so too does ‘Marikana’ — the infamous mineworker 
massacre — serve as shorthand for the extremely 
poor condition of state-civil society relations in 
postapartheid South Africa today. 68,191,192 So, Cape 
Town’s ‘toilet wars’, join a long line of public protests 
as they relate not only to services but to citizenship. 68 
Put slightly differently, water scarcity for the many 
and water plenty for the few is manufactured through 
social relations of production; lack of water, therefore, 
is a symbol of an unequal society irrespective of South 
Africa’s freshwater resources endowment. Fiddling 
with governance or management may help somewhat, 
but the source of water poverty is deeply embedded in 
terms of class, race, gender among other things. 193-197 
In terms of conflict, then, the implication here is that 
without thorough-going alterations to social struc- 
ture, current forms, and levels of violence are but the 
tip of the iceberg. 

In terms of rural water, and as shown in a recent 
study by Funder et al., 174 which focuses on Namwala 
District in southern Zambia, water conflicts in these 
areas are most often highly localized and revolve 
around ‘everyday life’. 198,199 Funder et al.’s study is, 
to my knowledge, the only study to attempt to quan- 
tify conflict and cooperation over water resources in 
the SADC region. Canvassing 10 villages, the authors 
catalogued water-related conflict and cooperation in 
terms of ‘public events’, defined as ‘an action (or a 
set of actions) that seeks to secure one or more par- 
ties’ access to water by: (1) challenging other parties’ 
access, (2) confirming own or other parties’ access, or 
(3) collaborating with other parties to secure access’ 
(Ref 174, p. 2). A total of 183 specific events were 
identified, 66.1% being conflictful, and 33.9% being 
cooperative. According to Thomasson 200 and Wolfe 
et al., 2 local conflicts within nations — i.e., ‘between 
tribes, water use sectors, rural and urban populations, 
and states or provinces’ 2 — are on the rise. Funder 
et al. show that 74% of conflictful events are water 
infrastructure-centered (of which 45% relate specif- 
ically to boreholes), and 82% of these events occur 
in the dry season (so are mainly about quantity). 174 
This corroborates research conducted in other parts 
of sub-Saharan Africa which shows that, in terms of 
extreme events, while both drought and flood create 
serious tensions within and between states, drought 
leads most often to conflict whereas flood often leads 
toward cooperation. 201,202 

While highly localized rural water conflicts 
are generally resolved due to a combination of 
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mutual need and shared vulnerability, as the geo- 
graphic scale and variety of stakeholders increases, 
conflicts become more deeply entrenched and tan- 
gled up with broader social issues of power and 
politics . 203-205 Upstream-downstream conflicts over, 
inter alia, access, quantity, and quality involving 
smallholder farmers, large-scale commercial agri- 
culture, hydropower generation for cities, parks and 
protected areas, and mining companies are common in 
virtually every SADC state river basin . 46,150,175,206-208 
Van Koppen et al . 209 show how new water laws 
designed to facilitate improved water management 
and governance actually privilege a particular social 
class and often serve as the basis for peasants’ loss of 
access to traditional sources of water . 210,211 Narratives 
built around ‘national development’ further justify the 
appropriation of water resources by powerful coali- 
tions of stakeholders . 206 Meissner describes the plight 
of the Himba in northern Namibia in their ongoing 
struggle with the government of Namibia over the 
proposed Epupa Dam, now moth-balled due to a 
combination of local and global pressure . 212,213 Kgo- 
motso and Swatuk describe the process of resource 
capture and ecological marginalization around the 
Okavango Delta in northern Botswana . 151 Cullis and 
van Koppen document how closely a Gini coefficient 
of water inequality mirrors income inequality in South 
Africa for the Olifants river basin . 214 These conflicts 
are persistent, tending to flare up in the dry season, 
often requiring government to come in as a ‘media- 
tor’, which is problematic given that government is 
also a user, as in the case of the proposed Epupa dam. 
What all of these studies reveal is the important role 
played by outside actors, such as the International 
Rivers Network in both the Namibia and Botswana 
cases, in balancing power between conflicting parties. 

Unlike the critical sociological studies of urban 
water conflicts, the majority of studies of rural 
water conflicts invariably argue for improved forms 
of management and governance as a viable means 
for conflict resolution and win-win outcomes: e.g., 
more representative management structures, embed- 
ded forms of stakeholder participation, formal sys- 
tems of dispute resolution, often with an emphasis 
on the need to embed local tradition, custom, and 
indigenous knowledge in the resulting organizational 
forms . 126,178,215-219 In these cases, conflict is often 
explained as the inevitable consequence of the clash of 
the traditional with the modern, or of limited under- 
standing. Compiling more and better information, and 
getting the institutions right, it is often suggested, will 
help resolve these conflicts. 

More recently, a significant body of research 
has emerged around the so-called ‘land-grabbing’ 


phenomenon particularly as it relates to sub-Saharan 
Africa . 220-222,125,223-226 Evidence here suggests that 
something more is needed beyond institutional 
reform . 50,62,130 Work by Cotula, Vermeulen, and 
others shows that technically these deals are legal, 
but that they suffer from a lack of transparency, 
limited involvement from civil society, and few checks 
and balances on decision makers . 220,223,224 While it 
is the large-scale single acquisitions that gain atten- 
tion, the literature suggests that the phenomenon is 
widespread, fostered in part by the weakness of rural 
people’s rights to land . 224 The influence of outside 
actors to mediate resource access disputes is limited, 
however, when the state takes upon itself the legal 
right to lease land to major powers such as China 
and Korea, or to undertake large-scale infrastructure 
projects that displace local people from communal 
lands. While there is no evidence to suggest that this 
phenomenon will lead to widespread violent conflict, 
it is clear that such actions place enhanced pressure 
on those least equipped to survive. 

CONCLUSION: WHERE DO WE GO 
FROM HERE? 

The first wave — ‘neo-Malthusian water 

wars’ — revealed a good deal of cooperation across the 
global freshwater landscape, while fuelling countless 
national, regional and global projects, and programs 
for improved governance and management. The 
second wave — ‘climate wars’ — is currently reshaping 
management responses through a language of ‘adap- 
tation’, ‘resilience’, and integration through a ‘nexus’ 
approach. Each of these approaches privileges the 
state as the primary entity in ensuring national and 
regional water peace and security. 

Flying under the radar of these studies, are the 
facts of subnational, persistent, and diffuse conflicts 
across Southern Africa’s cities and rural areas, as well 
as the state’s complicity in fostering household and 
community livelihood insecurity. Where they do inter- 
sect with the orthodox approaches to water conflict, 
they are often explained as national problems relat- 
ing to poor governance, disintegrated management, 
and lack of political will. Put differently, these con- 
flicts are intellectually contained by what Furlong 
calls the territorial trap. Critical scholarship, on the 
other hand, would argue that these are not discrete 
events reflecting individual state-civil society relations, 
but are indicative of a global phenomenon of ‘water 
apartheid’ (to paraphrase Fantu Cheru), largely result- 
ing from pressures due to neoliberal globalization. 
They add up to what Vandana Shiva describes as a 
‘water war’ of the rich against the poor . 227 
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Whether one agrees with this analysis or 
not, it is clear that those interested in water and 
conflict — globally or regionally — must find a way to 
integrate the continuing fascination with the potential 
for interstate conflict on transboundary waters (and 
possibly aquifers) — which shows rather a great deal 
of both conflict and cooperation — with the real-time, 
numerous, and persistent conflicts that exist within 
states across entire world regions. 

In my view, initiating a ‘third wave’ of more 
nuanced and sophisticated studies of water coopera- 
tion and conflict in Southern Africa involves at least 
four steps. First, following from Mirumachi, and her 
colleagues, 144-146 scholars and policymakers must dis- 
pense with the notion that either conflict or cooper- 
ation constitutes an absolute condition of relations 
between and among states, as well as within states 
and other social forms (villages, communities, and 
so on). To the contrary, conflict and cooperation are 
generally simultaneously to be found. Second, follow- 
ing on from critical sociological conceptualizations 
of peace and conflict, scholars must begin to exam- 
ine the specific shape and content of these conditions. 
Put differently, the presence of cooperation among 
some actors may connote a wide variety of things: a 
dominate-subordinate relationship that is unaccept- 
able but unavoidable for the weaker actor, a mutually 
beneficial relationship among empowered actors that 
masks the negative impacts that such cooperation has 
on other groups across the social spectrum, a mutually 
beneficial relationship built around an environmen- 
tally unsustainable practice, to cite but three possibil- 
ities. Not all peaceful relations are ‘good’, neither are 
all conflictful relations ‘bad’. Third, following on from 


Funder et al., 174 scholars must approach the topic in 
a more systematic fashion, involving the gathering of 
empirically robust and verifiable data. Too much of 
the current scholarship relies on anecdotal evidence, 
narrow case studies, or is highly speculative. Unfortu- 
nately, the ‘climate change’ narrative encourages such 
speculation. While this analysis is informed by ‘expert 
opinion’, 168 there is no substitute for systematic data 
collection and analysis. At minimum, such data collec- 
tion will constitute a baseline for argument and discus- 
sion. Fourth, and lastly, it seems to me that scholars 
interested in questions of water conflict and cooper- 
ation should read beyond their respective disciplines, 
in other languages if possible. Feeling intellectual dis- 
comfort may be the necessary first step toward deep 
insight, perhaps even wisdom. 

NOTES 

a The Southern African Development Coordination 
Committee (SADCC) was created by nine member 
states in the late-1970s, all of which were opposed to 
apartheid and colonial power in the region. 9 Antic- 
ipating the end of apartheid, SADCC became the 
Southern African Development Community (SADC) 
in 1994, welcoming South Africa as a member. Today 
SADC comprises 15 states: Angola, Botswana, Demo- 
cratic Republic of the Congo, Lesotho, Madagascar, 
Malawi, Mauritius, Mozambique, Namibia, Sey- 
chelles, South Africa, Swaziland, Tanzania, Zambia, 
and Zimbabwe. 

b One can very clearly see the breadth of international 
influence from the list of publishers in the appended 
bibliography. 
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